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Patricia Clark

Missing
How can I go down to the river,
nudge the car into my usual spot, and walk?
How can I set the brake and clip the leash
onto the dog's collar?
while he's lost, how can I go on stepping
along the riverbank? The path curves, near
the lagoon, and I go with it. I count the mallards,
always in pairs, most domestic of the ducks.
He's lost somewhere in the river,
boat found, shoes and creel found, but he
himselflost between Rockford and the blue bridge
at Fulton Street. How can I go easy?
while he's lost it doesn't seem right
to walk without aim, to study swollen buds
on the willows and oaks, to long for the ground
softening, for the spears of green to come.

Bs
How can I go easy down to the river, water
where I dipped my hand after my father died,
river that I asked to soothe him,
and now the river that has taken this life?
Rivers are where my brothers stand in their tall
hipboots, lines swishing out like the lithe tongues
of frogs to nab a tasty bug, rivers where
my father stood, seeking quiet away from home.
One day a red helicopter clattered along overhead,
low and looking, and it wasn't a time to wave.
They went searching along the riverbank. It wasn't my
brother they looked for, but it might have been.
How can I go down to the river, tomorrow, today,
drive down and steer the car into a spot,
knowing that he's lost in water cold
as slate, soul seeking for a way to climb out?
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PC: I wanted to start with a question to you, Jim. You

JH: Yeah, up wh

'!his question and answer session

JH: That's just the Swedish attitude toward life.

DG:AndDian

with three celebrated poets took place

Everyone has to be put in their place. In the Swedish
communities ofNebraska it's the same thing: you don't
want to stick your head out too far. In fact, the tallest
thing is always the grain elevator. It's a way of keeping
our place ... essential modesty.

after their readings at Poetry :J(jght
October 15, 2003 at the 'DeVos
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PC: This was ot

made a comment last night that your mother said
something like, "You've made quite a living out of your
fibs." It's a great line, I think.

Center, Pew Campus, in grand
'R.tJpids.

PC: I'd like to hear how you began, how you decided
to become a writer, and what process you might have
gone through.

JH: All it was, was like most of us, we can remember
a few extraordinary teachers and I had one who when
I was fourteen, even bought me The Nation magazine.
This is the McCarthy era, and she got in trouble for
giving me The Nation magazine. But luckily my father
was the president of the school board and corrected
that. No, I read Keats, Keats was the man that set me
loose. Then I read a great deal of contemporary poetry,
and so by the time I entered college of course was well
set. You know, I just hadn't met, as I said to Galway, I
really hadn't met a living poet. I'd seen them from a
distance when I lived in New York. I would spot a literary person like Aldous Huxley, and follow him about
a block away, noting that he had a lovely girl on his
arm. Of course he couldn't see at all; you know he had
glasses like Coke bottles. But it starts. I can't say I was
precocious, I wasn't a particularly good student, but I
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was just obsessive about poetry, and fooling with words,
that was the thing. So I wasn't particularly precocious,
but then I had to read everything. I remember when I
was nineteen, I'd read Finnegan's Ttake three times and
had sort of a nervous collapse-that kind of youth, no
wisdom attached to any of this. If Rim baud is your god,
you're not liable to have your feet on the ground as they
want you to in the midwest.

PC: So were you also here in 1975?
JH: We were all here one year and Allen Ginsberg was
here; it was a great celebration of something or other
at Thomas Jefferson ... it's not clear to me.

PC: This was out in Allendale.
JH: Yeah, up where the gullies are. It was very beautiful.
I know Galway was there-

DG: And Diane (Wakoski), and Judith (Minty) .

PC: And what went on?
JH: I don't have any recollection. (Laughter) I remember
odd things. Robert Kelly, a poet from New York who
at the time weighed about 350, came back with a huge
armload of groceries. That's the clearest thing I remember. (More laughter) No, people read and talked and
celebrated existence, you know. Isn't that enough?
PC: I think Judith tells a story in the article she wrote,
that Robert Bly had a manuscript that went missing,
and they brought in a psychic to see if the psychic could
find out where it was.

JH: Well yes, no doubt it was on the floor of his car or
something. All poets have secrets. I remember being in
Minneapolis reading in the school program, and I met
Robert Ely's high school teacher, and she says, do you
realize he was an intensely mediocre jazz saxaphonist?
So the next day, when I saw Robert, he said oh don't tell
anybody. Playing at high school proms-Robert Bly.

PC: Galway, you don't want to add to that about
1975?

GK: No, I think that gives the message. (Laughter)

PC: I wonder, for the young people who are here, if you
all would offer some advice to young people who want
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to be writers, how to go about it, from the practical to
the impractical sides ofbecoming a writer.

PC: But what a\
brutal to young p

DG: The only thing I could come up with is something
that I offered to your students today when that question
came up, and that was to become very familiar with one
word, and to embrace that word, and make it your own.
And it's "rejection."

JH: Well tough sh

PC: Gee, that might not be the word they were hoping
to hear. They might have wanted "fame" or "money."
How about money in poetry? (Laughter)
DG: That's an oxymoron.

JH: I like that. We're abused by novelists. Since I
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straddle both worlds, I've had so many many novelists
ask me, "Why are poets so cantankerous when there's
no money involved? But I think-! also used to go to
a lot of LA Lakers games in Los Angeles-and I'd
think, surely these people are paid a lot but they're
utterly wildly involved with what they're doing, and I
know not one of them during the game thinks about
how much he's getting. He's just totally obsessed. So
I certainly wouldn't encourage anyone. If you think of
the time spent ... even a successful writer might have
done better as a bus boy, if you really think of the hours
put into it.

DG: I've had students show me their work and say, do
you think I should be a writer? And I say, you're asking
the wrong person that question because you've got to
ask yourself, can I live my life and feel fulfilled in it
without doing this? And if the answer is yes, well then
there lots of other things to go do; go do them.
PC: More lucrative.
DG: And if the answer is no, then you've answered
the question. You're stuck with who you are, and you
know you must pursue that. It doesn't seem like it's a
conscious choice that one makes: that I think that I
will be ... as Jim said earlier, it's a calling. I mean, you
can refuse it-

JH: Or: many are called and few are chosen. That's the
tough one.
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and I saw him reading-and it was an inordinately successful first book of his, and everybody was literally
talking about all the people who were poets-he I envisioned then as massively famous. (To GK) But I don't
suppose you felt very famous still living on Avenue C,
in a fifty dollar a month apartment, right?

G K: And also I didn't know anybody was talking about
it. Why didn't you tell me?

JH: (Facetiously) I was shy.
DG: The first poet I ever heard read, although it wasn't
live, was Diane Wakoski, on the Today Show.

PC: What year was that?
JH: '42 (turning to DW in the audience)
DG: (Laughs) No, in the early sixties.

PC: Some personal jokes going on around here.
DG: But I was wild. I don't think I've seen another
person on the Today Show since. There may have
been ...

PC: Was she reading a poem?
DG: Yes, she was reading her poem to George Washington, "Father of my Country." But you're not likely to
get on the Today Show. That's not the route.

JH: When I detected before it got remodeled lately, the
utter shabbiness of some aspects of Faulkner's house
in Oxford, no wonder, I thought, he was distressed:
he was a drunk, his wife was a drunk, everything was
falling apart all the time. And then it occurred to me:
William Faulkner wasn't William Faulkner to William Faulkner. .. that's an accumulation of gossip about
a person, and he was just a human being like the rest
of us. But we heap on so called successful people, we
heap on all this flotsam and detritus; they're just sitting
on a Vermont hillside watching a yearling bear with a
friend poet whose wife has just died. I mean it's the
human condition.
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PC: But are there traits that young
people need to put up with that? I
mean how do you know when rejection is something that you should
work through or you really should
reconsider what you're doing and do
something else?

go

GK: Well, you needn't stop writing
because you get rejected. It doesn't
mean you'll never be a writer because
Whitman and Dickinson would
surely have been-were actually
told-they would never be writers,
so our two greatest poets provide
a good example. But you're right;
to listen to the opinion of others is
not a good thing. You may have a
wild longing to be a famous writer,
but that's not a reason to write. That
maybe goes along with a writer, but
it's not the reason to write. The reason
to write is you love writing. And you
may write something very unpopular,
out of fashion, or never been in fashion yet, as Whitman and Dickinson
did, but they loved their work, loved
writing it. And Dickinson wrote all
her life, her short life, publishing
only a dozen poems in newspapers,
all of them edited to correct them.
And Whitman published half of his
poems himself in the early years.

PC: Even wrote his own blurbs.

JH: And his own reviews. A lot of
people forget that the greatest poet
possibly in the history of China, Tu
Fu, never had a book. Li Po, his friend
had a few. But we forget. That's why
I became despondent over getting a
couple hundred galleys of manuscripts
a year, and I thought-our young
writers writing new letters wanting
to know-I thought, I'm getting

older. I only have so much time, so I don't want to talk
to them unless they're giving their entire life to it. This
isn't a sport, an avocation. This is a calling, an obsession; so if you can't commit your life to it, don't bother
me. Frankly.

PC: What about the role of universities and the teaching of writing? Do you think that's a good thing for
writers, to hang around a university, to study at a university, or does it become a liability?

DG: You know, I heard something about MBA
programs, thatJH:MFA?

DG: No, MBA, a Masters in business administration.
That the things that an MBA student would learn
would really be obsolete by the time he got his degree
and got out in the world, but if he had the rigor to get
through the program, he probably would have the grit
to survive in the world of business. I think you might
apply that to-well, I don't know, it's probably a lot
easier to get your MFA than it is your MBA. Maybe
I'm barking up the wrong tree there, but I think that,
if a young writer can survive that program, and come
out with some individualityPC: Then that says something.

DG: Yes, I think Jim has said this, that the University
oflowa annually produces the entire English Romantic
Movement.

JH: Possibly. (Laughs)
DG: In volume.
GK: The university, I think it has a plus and a minus
side. Probably the plus side is that, if people go to a good
program-I mean one that is taught by poets that they
admire and think they can learn from-if students go
to such a program, and get some kind of grant, so they
don't have to take a job to put them through the thing,
and have two years just to write, to get to know their
fellow aspiring poets, to get to spend some time with the
teachers they admire, that they could meet in no other
way, and have a lot of people to pay attention-hopefully not too much attention-to their own work, then
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it might be good. On the other hand, then they should
get out and go because to hang around the university
year after year, to go from being an MFA student, to the
next year teaching in an MFA program somewhere else
or in the same place, and in other words going into the
academic life permanently, I think that's a poor thing
because the testimony of most poets is that things, the
actual things, and the processes and the work that goes
on in life, the physical work that goes on in life, is a
source of so much of the imagery of poetry. And if
you live entirely in the language of criticism and so on,
among people who've done very little of that homely,
hard work, and don't really know how things work,
probably the poetry suffers.
JH: About twenty years ago, I conceived of a possible
plan, though I never in fact actually taught writing. If
you had an MFA program where you'd meet up at a
place, say Grand Rapids for one month, and they lay
it out: you get the 200 books you have to read. Then
you go out in the country and you live for one year
reading at night, and you do manual farm labor, live in
the country. Then you come back, say hello again for a
month, then you go live in the city doing something
decidedly non-literary in the city. Then you spend the
third year possibly at the college, just so, and then talking with Henry the curator at the Meijer's Gardens. I
was so obsessed living in New York ... my interest as a
young writer in New York was interdisciplinary. I was
fascinated by the great photographers, the great artists,
the great musicians; everything was there.The great Jazz
musicians, the classical musicians, the ballet I went to
all the time. The idea is, to be force fed the processes of
poetry without the complete interdisciplinary approach
is missing the whole point it seems to me. The arts as
a whole, all feed into each other. And when they act
singly it doesn't happen. Auden said: poets should know
botany. This idea of just a monochromatic program I
think is often fatal for poets. It should be this kind of
interdisciplinary program.
PC: The list you were giving today to my students of the
things they should know, it sounded like they couldn't
start writing for about fifty years.

91

JH: No, you keep writing all the time. You can't stop;
you start writing. You've already started writing, but you
have to do these things.

DG: I think I brought that up in talking about Robert
Frost saying that, if somebody set out to become a poet,
and they learned everything they would really need to
know to do it, they'd be about fifty years old before they
got started. But what they needed more than anything
was what he called the courage to set off on insufficient
knowledge.

JH: But I was suggesting they might, say if they were
helping build a canal and a wetland at the northern
confluence of the Niobrara and Missouri River in
northern Nebraska, it might be more interesting than
what they would come up with if they stayed at Duke.
(Laughter)

gz

PC: I think the poet Gary Snyder used to say that
young people should go and work to learn a trade,
auto mechanic or whatever, so that you had a skill.
And from the language, that vocabulary of that trade,
write poems.

JH: It would extrapolate, yeah. Of course, his curiosities
are noteworthy for being so wide.

DG: Tell them things, as Rilke said, you have to know
things to tell things.
PC: There's a writer I was reading, Martha NussbaumI'm kind of going back to the arts and humanities a
bit-she has a thesis that emotions aren't impulses or
as she says, animal energies, but they're not separate
from our thinking, but they're filled with discernment
and intelligence, our emotions. And it seems to me,
maybe-she's a philosopher-that the philosophers
are a bit behind poets, in terms of understanding that,
knowing that poetry is an education in emotion. Would
you talk about that?
DG: I think they certainly work in different arenas.
What did she say again? Say it again, because it's triggered off something brilliant, but it's gone again.
PC: That emotions are not just these animal impulses
but they provide discerning knowledge to us.
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DG: That just triggered something that Pound said. He
said that poetry is a kind of inspired mathematics in
which the poet must find equations for the emotions.
You have to find ways of saying what can't be said. I
mean, you can't say, I'm so sad, I 'm depressed, my life
is so dreary. Anyone reading that is going to say, "Oh,
I hear that this guy says he's sad, he's depressed, he's
dreary ... this is really dreary writing." But he says, "I
should have been a pair of ragged claws scuttling across
the floors of silent seas," something happens at the back
of your neck and you begin to feel a little bit of that. I
think that's what Pound is talking about.

PC: Last year when the poets were here in the fall,
there had been an interest in having a symposium at
the White House. Then when the poets were invited,
some of them wanted to present some poems against
the war to the First Lady. And they got a little annoyed
about this and decided to cancel the symposium. And
she said that American literature doesn't have anything
to do with politics.

JH: Well she's full of shit. This is preposterous! Why are
you quoting this doughnut to us? What do the Zenists
say? "Throughout the body our hands and eyes." Of
course we apprehend everything with our total being.
Nothing can be separated from anything, no matter
how hard philosophers try. So I'm not quite sure what
she would have in mind.

DG: I mean if you think of art as a decoration rather
than a necessity, I guess she'd be right. But then who
would care about art?

PC: A number of other people have said any poem is
a political act in and of itself.
JH: Yeah, I just don't know what sheDG: She wrong. (Laughter)

JH: She wrong.
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